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Portuguese as an Authoritative Language:
A Study of Contemporary Language Policy 
in East Timor
Wakana OKUDA
This article discusses the current language policy in East Timor and the 
evolving social position of Portuguese as an authoritative language. In 
2002, East Timor recognized in its constitution more than 20 indigenous 
languages as national languages, and one of these, Tétum, was designated 
an offi cial language. Portuguese, the language of the suzerain state before 
1975, was controversially designated as the other official language. 
Additionally,  Indonesian and English were designated as working 
languages. In this complex language situation, the East Timorese have 
begun to reclaim Portuguese as one of their own offi cial languages based 
on the 500-year history of Portugal’s and the Catholic Church’s 
involvement in East Timor. Now, Portuguese has begun to function as 
an authoritative language.
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